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Introduction 


Wisdom begins with wonder. — Socrates 


I want to thank you for downloading the book, “The Best of Socrates: The 
Founding Philosophies of Ethics, Virtues & Life”. 


This book describes the life and beliefs of Socrates, one of the most famous 
ancient Greek philosophers. He is known in history as one of the world’s 
greatest teachers and writers. He sets an important example of how to live a 
virtuous life. 


The teachings of Socrates may be old, but they are still meaningful today. In 
a world where it is easy to forget good virtues due to worldly desires, we all 
need to be reminded why it is important to preserve our morals values and 
wise virtues, even if other people seem to be getting more and more cynical 
and negative every day. 


Please feel free to share this book with your friends and family, and please 
take the time to write a short review on Amazon to share your thoughts. 


Chapter 1: The Philosopher in the Agora 


I cannot teach anybody anything. I can only make them think. — Socrates 


Socrates was a philosopher who lived in Athens during the time of the 
ancient Greeks, around 350 years before the Roman Empire conquered the 
Greek islands. According to historical accounts, his father was a sculptor or 
stonecutter and his mother was a midwife. Socrates later learned his father’s 
trade and made his living the same way. 


When he was not working as a stonecutter, Socrates spread his ideas as a 
philosopher in the market or agora, as it is called in Greek. His friends and 
disciples gathered around him to hear his thoughts, but unlike some of the 
other teachers who also called themselves ‘philosophers,’ he did not receive 
payment for his teachings. He did not wish to receive payment because he 
wanted to avoid being associated with fake ‘philosophers’ who are in it for 
the money and power. To explain why Socrates did this, we need to 
understand the situation he lived in. 


During that ancient period, Athens was known to have a democratic 
government, but their democracy is very different from the kind we know 
today. Since the Greeks lived in city-states where the population is not as 
large as a modern country, they did not need to elect representatives for the 
government. Instead, all citizens, i.e. male Athenians, were required to take 
part in government. Women, on the other hand, were not considered 
citizens, and were not allowed to take part in any area related to the 
government; however, Athenian citizens had to be the sons of Athenian 
women. 


A peculiar rule during that time was that they did not have lawyers, but had 
to defend themselves if ever they were accused of anything. The fake 


‘philosophers’ set up schools teaching rhetoric, or the art of discourse. The 
lessons here focused on being able to argue well for your side, or against 
the opponent’s side. The goal is to win the argument regardless of the truth. 


Because of this blatant disregard for the truth, those who view philosophy 
as a way to search for the truth began to call these false teachers rhetoric 
‘sophists.’ The word for wisdom in Greek is sophia, so the term sophist has 
an ironic meaning. It highlighted the fact that these teachers were not 
teaching the truth, but how to bend the story to get away with a fault. 


There were already a number of philosophers who were known in ancient 
Greece during Socrates’ time, but most of these people focused on what 
was then called natural philosophy, which tried to determine the origins of 
the Earth and the universe. Socrates was one of the first who focused on 
virtue or moral living. 


Socrates gained his followers by presenting a different view. He showed 
that it is desirable to live a life according to good virtues. He considered 
that the aim of philosophy is to care for the soul. 


Since Socrates made fun of the sophists, it was to be expected that he would 
make some enemies. In time, they found something serious to accuse him 
of. He was said to be a critic of democracy and was guilty of teaching 
immorality. His defense for himself was described by Plato in The Apology, 
and it was here that he showed the faults of Athenian justice. In the end, 
Socrates was considered guilty. He accepted the sentence of death instead of 
escaping. 


Most of the details of Socrates’ life and beliefs were described by Plato in 
his Dialogues, leading to some people having difficulty differentiating 
between Socrates’s ideas from Plato’s. It became more difficult considering 
that Plato shared his ideas through the Dialogues where Socrates also took 
part in the discussion. To clarify this, we need to explain why Plato wrote in 
this way. 


Both Socrates and Plato believed that a study of philosophy should 
encourage a student to think of himself. As such, Plato wrote his lessons in 


the form of Dialogues where characters based on real people exchange 
views on a chosen topic. The reader is supposed to imagine taking part in 
this discussion (albeit he is not able to say his thoughts), and come to his 
own conclusions. Although Plato had his own conclusions that were made 
obvious when one reads the Dialogues, the fictional discussion usually ends 
up inconclusive, e.g. the participants admit that they cannot come up with a 
conclusive answer and may need more time to think about it. We must 
understand that the Dialogues do not necessarily describe actual 
discussions, although they may be based on actual events. 


So how do we distinguish between Socrates’ ideas and Plato’s? Generally, 
most academics believe that the early Dialogues that talk about virtues 
describe Socrates’ ideas. The later Dialogues that discuss more complex 
topics like knowledge and politics are considered to describe Plato’s ideas. 


Regardless of whether the Dialogues discuss Socrates’ original ideas or 
Plato’s, they express these concepts through what is to be known as the 
Socratic Method. This involves an exchange of questions and answers 
between those participating in the dialogue. During their discussion, 
Socrates’ opponent ends up questioning his own initial beliefs. 


The Socratic Method proceeds like this: 
Socrates: What is X? 

Other person: X is A, B, and C. 
Socrates: Why is X A? Why B? Why C? 
Other person: Because D, E, F. 


This continues until everything that can be questioned about the other 
person’s beliefs is asked. Of course, one uses logical reasoning to argue 
one’s point and not simply rhetoric. Philosophy cannot be characterized by 
the use of emotions, flowery language, and other methods of rhetoric. It 
cannot support arguments based on fallacies. It must always follow the rules 
of logic and correct reasoning based on facts or the truth. 


To further clarify this, consider Socrates’ epistemology or his theory of 
knowledge. For him, knowledge is justified true belief, i.e. it is a true belief 
that has been given good reason for being true. This is a complex idea 
which requires a lengthy discussion because it is possible to disagree on 
what constitutes correct justification. Is it a logical argument? Is it having 
intense feelings connected to that belief? For Socrates and other 
philosophers, the correct justification has always been logic. No one who 
says his beliefs are true because he feels intensely about them has ever been 
considered a philosopher by the ancient Greeks. 


What usually results from the Socratic Method is that a questionable belief 
is proved incorrect because the illogical reasoning or premises are 
uncovered. We need to keep this in mind when learning about Socrates’ 
ideas. Even when this book lists down the most important lessons, to stay 
true to Socrates’ wisdom, we still need to ask if Socrates’ has indeed taught 
the truth. That way, we learn to think critically instead of simply accepting 
what other people tell us. After all, accepting blindly is the easiest way to 
believe in falsehoods. 


Chapter 2: The Examined Life 


The unexamined life is not worth living. — Socrates 


One of the most famous lessons from Socrates is that we ought to examine 
our lives. As mentioned above, Socrates was against simply accepting what 
others say without thinking. Let us follow his example and ask why this is. 


Without a doubt, it’s easier to accept other people’s ideas on how we ought 
to live our own lives. If we do this, we don’t have to think. We don’t have 
to study our beliefs and lifestyle to see if we are doing the right thing. In a 
world where we are offered countless philosophies, religions, lifestyles, 
ideologies and so on, it can be difficult to choose what is best for us, so we 
accept whatever our recognized teacher or leader says. 


But what if what we are taught is a mistake? What if the way we live results 
in harm to ourselves and other people? Should we blame our teachers if 
something bad happens to us or other people because of what they taught 
us? 


This seems like the logical answer. After all, as blind followers, we are only 
doing what we are told; and yet it is possible to ask this question: Can we 
not choose an alternate path? 


There was a time when we must be told what to do because we are too 
young and too ignorant to know what is best. As minors, when we do 
something wrong, our parents or guardians are sometimes blamed because 
it is assumed they taught us what is right and wrong. However, as adults, it 
is assumed that we can already think for ourselves and so if we do 
something wrong, we are blamed for it. 


This is a very simple point explaining why we need to examine our lives. 
When we believe in falsehoods, we suffer whatever consequences occur 
because of our beliefs. However, it is usually never that simple. Sometimes 
it is difficult to see how our false beliefs lead to harmful consequences. 


Let’s consider this example: You believe that all who do not share your 
religion must be considered your enemies. At the very least, you are not 
allowed to befriend non-believers. At its worst, you are encouraged to harm 
them. 


Let us say you have been living your life according to this unexamined 
belief. Though others have been encouraging you to be more tolerant of 
other beliefs, you refuse because you believe tolerance is immoral. What 
results then is you miss out on another perspective on life. You 
automatically assume that those who do not share your beliefs are enemies, 
and those who make you believe otherwise are also enemies. 


Let us say too that you are able to compare your life with others who do not 
share your beliefs. You see that others seem happier in their lives and you 
start to think perhaps you may be mistaken, but still you insist on your 
beliefs. 


Now let us consider the opposite: Imagine that you are extremely tolerant of 
others. You do not judge other people even if you don’t agree with their 
lifestyles and ideologies. You say that everybody has the right to live as 
they see fit. 


As a result, perhaps other people think you are crazy for tolerating 
immorality. They refuse to befriend you, but you still insist on your beliefs. 


Given these two examples, who is correct? 
If Socrates were alive, he would ask, “What do you think?” 


The point being made here is we live our lives, not the teachers or 
philosophers who tell us how we ought to live. Whatever consequences we 


experience because of our beliefs are experienced by us, and no one else. 
Given that, is it not important to decide for ourselves how we ought to live? 


One further point to make here is that the examined life must be constantly 
examined. It is tempting to think that we only need to examine our beliefs 
once and we are set for life. Actually, we will encounter new experiences 
and new issues we need to think about. We may find that we need to change 
our views according to new experiences and realizations. 


Going back to the examples above, it might have been easy to be intolerant 
of other religions because you lived in a town where everybody shared the 
same religion; but once new people moved in or once you moved to a more 
diverse town, you were forced to examine your old beliefs. 


Also, it may have been easy to tolerant other beliefs while the people you 
know never did any morally questionable acts; but once you know of 
people whose beliefs allow them to do things that do not seem right, you 
were forced to examine if you should still retain your usual level of 
tolerance. 


The examples above refer to our constantly examination of our lives on 
issues of morality or with other people’s beliefs, but the lesson of the 
examined life can also apply to issues of personal identity. For example, 
when we examine our life, we can ask why we choose our current job, why 
we are friends with someone, why we love someone, and so on. 


When we examine our life this way, we will know if our choices are the 
best for us according to who we are. Perhaps our current career is not 
maximizing our talents. Perhaps we are not as happy as we can be with the 
kind of friends we have. Continuously examining our choices encourages us 
to be critical thinkers and not fall into a rut. It encourages us to seek what is 
truly best for us. 


This point brings us to the next important lesson. 


Chapter 3: Know that You Know Nothing 


I am wiser than this man, for neither of us appears to know anything great 
and good; but he fancies he knows something, although he knows nothing; 
whereas I, as I do not know anything, so I do not fancy I do. — Socrates 


This seems paradoxical. In the previous chapter, we say that we should 
examine our life to know what is best for us, but now Socrates encourages 
us to accept that we know nothing. So which is it? 


To understand this point, we need to put it into context. The above quote is 
from The Apology where Plato describes Socrates’ defense of himself after 
he was accused to be an enemy of Athens. In his speech, he described how 
a friend of his visited the temple of Apollo, and asked the oracle if there is 
anyone who is wiser than Socrates. The oracle answered that there is no one 
wiser than him. 


When Socrates heard this, he did not believe it because he knew that he did 
not know anything. He tried to disprove the oracle by searching for 
someone wiser than him in Athens. In his search, he learned that other 
people claim to be wise, but in fact they are not. Politicians claimed to be 
wise even if they did not know anything while poets claimed that their 
poetry expressed the truth even if they only made up the meaning of their 
words. Gradually, Socrates realized that the oracle meant he is wise because 
he knows he is not wise and does not pretend to be so. 


The point of this lesson is that we need to accept that humans are imperfect 
creatures. Even if we have examined our beliefs as thoroughly as we can, it 
is still possible to misinterpret these beliefs. Human beings, even the most 
intelligent among us, are not God. We can always make mistakes. 


We see here some kind of check and balance to avoid going into the 
extremes. If we only accept the lesson of examining life, then it is easy to 
think that just because we have examined our beliefs, they are already 
necessarily true. Or else, we might think that just because we constantly 
examine our beliefs, we are automatically wise. 


We must be careful of this tendency. Going back to the example above, let 
us say that the belief in a lack of tolerance for other religions was accepted 
after much examination; but as we have seen it is possible to experience 
needing to live amongst those who have different beliefs. If we think we are 
already wise with our beliefs because we have already previously examined 
them, then we might be too proud to consider an alternative perspective. 


The lesson of humility is connected to this. This becomes especially 
applicable for people in positions of power or influence, especially when 
one has many followers. They should follow the example of Socrates, who 
never forces his friends to accept his views, but instead encourages them to 
think for themselves. 


Now we need to be careful that we do not go into extremes when accepting 
that we know nothing. Though we are prone to make mistakes, this does not 
mean we should give up in trying to know the truth as Socrates encourages 
us to. We can seek the truth, but still be humble enough to know that we can 
misinterpret ourselves. 


This means our search for the truth is constant. We constantly examine our 
lives and our beliefs. We constantly think. We never allow ourselves to 
become stagnant with dogma. Our minds are constantly evolving depending 
on new experiences. 


Yet, if so, then does this mean we will never know the truth? Does this 
mean that perhaps the truth is relative? If people arrive at various 
conclusions after examining their beliefs, then there are many correct 
solutions to a problem? 


These are complex philosophical questions here that cannot be discussed in 
a short book. The important point is that Socrates encourages us to think for 


ourselves, and to keep thinking. Just because we cannot be absolutely sure 
of the truth does not mean we should choose ignorance. In the same way, 
just because we cannot ensure that the world will forever be peaceful does 
not mean we should choose conflict. Also, just because we cannot always 
be healthy does not mean we should give up entirely on living healthy. 


This brings us back to Socrates’ idea of philosophy as the care of the soul. 
Here is one major difference between Socrates and Plato. While Plato went 
on to create a philosophical system, Socrates viewed philosophy with a 
more practical approach. 


Chapter 4: Caring for our Souls 


Are you not ashamed that you give your attention to acquiring as much 
money as possible, and similarly with reputation and honor, and give no 
attention or thought to truth and understanding and the perfection of your 
soul? — Socrates 


The Socratic concept of the soul is similar to many religious and spiritual 
beliefs. We tend to accept that there is a part of us which is different from 
the body, and which is considered more important that the body. A good 
soul is generally considered more desirable than wealth or social reputation. 
Socrates believed that the goodness of our souls determines whether we live 
a good life or not. 


The concept of the ‘good life’ is very vague. Depending on a person’s 
beliefs, the good life can mean a life of wealth, or good reputation or any of 
these worldly achievements. For Socrates, of course, ‘good life’ means a 
virtuous life. 


To highlight this, the term Socrates used in Greek is aréte, which literally 
meant excellence. For example, the areté of a knife is to be sharp because it 
is used to slice things. For humans, their areté is to be virtuous. Just as the 
knife is supposed to slice things, humans are supposed to live virtuous lives. 


We can have a good soul and thus a good life if we live a virtuous life, and 
since philosophy encourages us to examine our lives and to constantly do so 
in case we might be mistaken due to our inherent human fallibility, this is 
how we ensure we become virtuous. After all, we live according to what we 
believe in. 


In the early Platonic Dialogues, which are generally believed to describe 
Socrates’ ideas, the discussions are usually about what it means to live a 


virtuous life, e.g. what is piety? Is it just to charge one’s father of murder 
because he has neglected the health of a slave? Was Socrates right to accept 
the Athenian government’s sentence of death instead of trying to escape? 


The discussions to these questions are too complex, but what we need to 
point out is the importance of living according to virtue. For example, to 
answer the last question above, Socrates argued that injustice cannot be an 
answer to injustice. Even if he was a victim of injustice because he was 
incorrectly judged as guilty, as a citizen of Athens, he was still required to 
follow the law. Escaping would mean rejecting Athenian laws and so 
committing an unjust act. 


Though you might disagree with Socrates’ view on whether to escape or not 
(and he would certainly encourage you to think for yourself), the point 
being made here is that he has thought about it and has come to the 
conclusion that it is more virtuous not to escape. 


Thus, we see how philosophy, this constant logical examination of one’s 
beliefs, allows one to live a virtuous life. We may make a mistake in our 
contemplations, and some people may disagree with us, but constant 
examination is better than none at all. 


Chapter 5: Socrates’ Contribution to Modern Human 
Civilization 


I have a firm hope that there is something in store for those who have died, 
and as we have been told for many years, something much better for the 
good than for the wicked. — Socrates 


The idea of living a virtuous life is not limited to the ancient Greeks. 
Ancient civilizations like the Egyptians have already accepted the idea of an 
afterlife, and that those who lived good lives would be rewarded while 
those who lived bad lives would be punished. What made the ancient 
Greeks different, particularly the Athenians, was that they rejected the 
absolute authority of priests or kings on matters regarding morality. Though 
philosophers existed, the good ones like Socrates still encouraged their 
followers to think for themselves. 


It is thought that this would never have happened if Athens did not follow 
democracy. Due to this unique form of government, men were able to think 
freely for themselves. Knowledge did not become a monopoly, a luxury for 
the few. (Of course some people would argue that knowledge was still a 
monopoly because it was only for male citizens, but it is important to 
understand that women in the ancient world were considered inferior 
compared to men.) 


The Socratic understanding of philosophy can deepen a person’s faith by 
providing a logical basis for the virtues taught by religion. Religion can 
sometimes turn people off because of some religious leaders’ insistence that 
everything must be accepted as based on God’s absolute law. By showing 
that the lessons provided by religion regarding a virtuous life can be 
logically debated upon, people may find new understand in God’s words. 


Furthermore, with Socrates’ lessons in mind, we can understand that a 
person can be virtuous even without believing in a religion. Many people 


make the mistake that those who do not believe in God, e.g. the atheists, 
agnostics and non-religious people, cannot live a “good life”. They can, in 
fact, be virtuous by studying themselves through the theories of philosophy. 


Conclusion 


It is not living that matters but living rightly. — Socrates 


I hope this book was able to help you understand Socrates’ a little better, 
especially in his philosophic theories such as living a virtuous life and 
caring for the soul. I hope that you will contemplate on these lessons and 
live accordingly to them. 


Finally, if you enjoyed this book, please take the time to share your 
thoughts and post a review on Amazon. It’d be greatly appreciated! 
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Amazon and Kindle as well. Simply click on the links below to check them 
out. Alternatively, you can look for my author name “Timothy Bauer” on 
Amazon to see other work done by me. 
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Productivty 


http://www.amazon.com/dp/BOODMS5K84 
Nick Vujicic’s Lessons for Success: How to Live Beyond Arms & Legs 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/BOOCDOUV4K 
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If these links do not work for whatever reason, you can simply search for 
these titles on the Amazon website to find them. 
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